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Introduction 
 

On May 25, 2004, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 

released a pleading cycle for National Association of State Utility Consumer 

Advocates (NASUCA) Petition for Declaratory Ruling Regarding Truth-In-Billing 

and Billing Format, Docket No. GC 04-208.  The FCC is seeking comment on 

NASUCA’s petition for a declaratory ruling prohibiting telecommunications 

carriers – both wireline and wireless – from “imposing monthly line-item charges, 

surcharges or other fees on customers’ bills unless such charges have been 

expressly mandated by a regulatory agency.” 

Discussion 

 The FCC adopted three broad principles in its Truth-in-Billing Order1 as 

well as some minimal, basic guidelines that explain the carriers’ obligations 

regarding these principles.  The FCC stated that these principles and guidelines 

were designed to prevent the types of consumer fraud and confusion evidenced 

                                            
1 See In the Matter of Truth-in-Billing and Billing Format, CC Docket No. 98-170, First Report & Order 
and Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 14 FCC RCD 7492 (1999) (Truth-In-Billing Order). 



in the tens of thousands of complaints the FCC received as well as stating that 

competitive pressures alone do not ensure that consumers receive clear, 

informative and consumer-friendly telephone bills from certain carriers.  The 

second of these principles is that bills contain full and non-misleading 

descriptions of charges that appear on the bill.  The adopted guideline states that 

line-item charges associated with federal regulatory action should be identified 

through standard and uniform labels across the industry. 

 NASUCA’s petition shows that this principle and guideline may not be 

closely adhered to by the industry, or at a minimum, the industry has not come to 

an agreement on what are appropriate labels.  This makes it difficult to determine 

if the surcharge is recovering only what the actual regulatory costs are to that 

carrier and also to determine what operating costs the carrier is recovering 

through surcharges.  Thus, the true cost of service is obscured and makes it 

difficult for a consumer to make cost-based comparisons between competing 

telecommunications services providers. 

 The Iowa Utilities Board has, and continues to, receive inquiries from 

customers regarding the surcharges placed on their bills by carriers.  Several of 

the inquiries concerned the same charges NASUCA addressed.  The number of 

inquiries runs into the hundreds, if not thousands, of inquiries over the past few 

years.  The problems encountered by NASUCA in determining the purpose of a 

particular charge and how it is calculated are the same as those encountered by 

the Iowa Utilities Board.   



This practice of adding more surcharges appears to be escalating.  An 

example of recent customer inquiries involves a notice sent by Qwest to its long-

distance customers.  Those customers choosing Qwest as its interstate long-

distance provider will be charged, beginning August 16, 2004, an Interstate 

Services Fee in the amount of $0.99 each month, whether or not a long distance 

call is made.  Calls to Qwest representatives have yet not yielded an answer to 

what is being recovered by this new charge or how this charge was derived. 

 The Iowa Utilities Board agrees with the concerns raised in NASUCA’s 

petition and supports an FCC investigation into billing practices of carriers with 

regard to surcharges. 
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